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Research on quality in early childhood has consistently shown that staff are the cornerstone of excel-
lence, and that staff training makes a difference to services provided to children and families. There
is also a growing awareness of the importance of adopting a planned approach to career develop-
ment and that this begins with self-assessment, and can be enhanced through the use of guided
reflection with a mentor. The Early Childhood Consortium Victoria (ECCV) at The University of
Melbourne, has developed a self-assessment manual (SAM) designed as a tool for early childhood
practitioners to explore their work in a strategic way. It serves the dual purposes of assisting practi-
tioners to address issues of service quality, as well as promoting individual professional development
through reflective practice. SAM has now been piloted in a number of early childhood settings in
Australia and this paper presents a formative evaluation of this work and discusses its potential for
professional development planning.
Introduction
In 2002 the ECCV embarked on a program of research to develop and evaluate a
suite of quality assurance measures for use by early childhood professionals. Epstein
(1993, 1999), who conducted a study in the US, ‘Training for quality’, focusing on
the relationship between practitioner initial qualifications, in-service professional
development training, program quality and children’s development, found a clear link
between ‘quality provision’ and professional development. Other studies such as
those conducted by Frede (1995) and Pasha and Wesley (1998), have also identified
staff development and education as an important discriminator in separating
mediocre and good quality care.
*Corresponding author. Early Childhood Consortium Victoria, Dept of Learning & Educational
Development, Faculty of Education, The University of Melbourne, 3rd Floor, 234 Queensberry
Street, Victoria, 3010, Australia. Email: anolan@unimelb.edu.au
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The early childhood field is characterized by a diversity of providers with differing
philosophies, goals and approaches (Layzar et al., 1993) and with no global consensus
on what constitutes excellence in early childhood education and care (ECEC)
programs. Accordingly, practitioners feel confused and at a loss to drive the practice
agenda forward. However, as Serafini (2002) argues, before changes can be made to
practices practitioners should have a clear vision of what they are working towards.
This is a sentiment supported by Fullen (1993b), who points out that change without
direction of this kind would be like asking for chaos.
The self-assessment manual (SAM)
A growing body of literature (Joyce & Showers, 1983; Fullen, 1993a; Winton, 1990;
Gusky, 1996) now suggests that a greater chance of positive change within an orga-
nization is possible when individuals: 
● receive ongoing staff development over an extended period of time;
● are involved in assessing their own learning;
● have opportunities to apply their new knowledge and skills in work settings; and
● have a trusted ‘other’ to discuss their developing practice.
The goal of the ECCV therefore, was to develop instruments and procedures that
supported the professional development of practitioners in the early childhood field
in an effort to address issues of quality in the provision of services for communities,
families and children. In order to have professionals think clearly and in an informed
way about their work and future directions, we chose to use guided reflection as an
integral part of the process. We saw guided reflection as a way of engaging profession-
als in reviewing and clarifying their professional practice with the support of a mentor.
Based on this work a self-assessment manual (SAM) was developed and has now been
piloted in early childhood services in Victoria, Australia. During the pilot study, using
SAM as the stimulus and the focus for individual reflection and professional dialogue,
representatives of the ECCV played the role of mentors to participants. For the
participants, involvement in this study meant assessing, articulating and affirming
their roles as early childhood professionals.
The self-assessment manual (SAM), presented participants with a series of guided
self-assessment tasks designed to assist them in identifying what works and what does
not work in professional practice. For instance, SAM asks them to consider factors
that help or hinder their professional advancement, and design a professional devel-
opment plan that would match their personal needs, interests and ambitions. Hence,
many of the tasks contained in SAM require participants to think about their past,
present and future growth as an early childhood professional. The contents of SAM
are presented under three sections: 
● Section 1. Understanding my professional career (Past)
● Section 2. Understanding my current practice (Present)
● Section 3. Charting my professional advancement (Future)
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The first section asks the participant to document career to date information and also
includes influences on choice of career path, as well as notable mentors and prior
experiences with these mentors. Participants also record their current beliefs and
values with respect to their current professional philosophy.
The second section of SAM comprises of a research tool (‘Excellence in early child-
hood’—EECh) that provides participants with an opportunity to systematically review
their current practice. This section has been designed to reflect six perspectives based
on a theoretical framework familiar to early childhood professionals (see Table 1)
Participants are invited to read statements and identify those most closely associ-
ated with their own practice. The intention is to assist participants to think about their
day-to-day practice objectively and systematically by taking into account both their
own teaching/learning styles as well as anticipated child outcomes. These reflections
support participants in identifying aspects of their work they may want to focus on
and develop further. It was important to strive to establish a balance that reflected all
aspects of a practitioner’s work. As a direct consequence of extensive piloting, the
EECh instrument now consists of 20 components of quality (see Table 2) based on
three dimensions: the environment; pedagogy and partnerships with children; fami-
lies and colleagues (Raban et al., 2003).
In the third section of SAM participants begin looking at their professional devel-
opment from a long-term perspective in a holistic way. When taken together, the
three sections in SAM allow individual practitioners to document their personal
history—both past and present—and visualize and plan for their future professional
development in a systematic way. This capacity to capture the individual narratives is
one of the main strengths of SAM, and thereby also enables us to explore diversity
among practices.
The primary aim of SAM is to empower participant’s to become active in their own
awareness of who they are as early childhood professionals, identify what they want
to achieve, and how they propose to set about this. As Corcoran and Leahy (2003, p.
33) state, ‘successful teachers are fully engaged in the reflective process’. That is,
through a process of guided reflection with a trained ECCV mentor, participants are
able to critically examine their current practice from a more informed position and
are assisted in setting realistic and achievable goals for themselves. They are also
encouraged to see the notion of planning for professional development as an ongoing
process. As part of this process participants are encouraged to ‘develop an orienta-
tion’ to their work that incorporates reflection and renewal, as a way of maintaining
professional growth (Steffy & Wolfe, 1997). This collaborative process is one of
evolution and is ongoing over a number of weeks.
Guided reflection and SAM
During the study, it became apparent that some of the participants’ practices had
become very ‘automatic’, and this acted to exclude them in engaging in a deeper level
of reflection, as well as hindered their own professional development. As Schön
(1983, p. 61) so eloquently put it, participants needed to ‘surface and criticize the
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Professional development and guided reflection 225
tacit understandings that have grown up around the repetitive experiences of a
specialized practice’. We wanted to support participants in their demonstration of
‘mindful practice’ (Stange et al., 2003). Therefore throughout the process of partici-
pating in SAM, reflection was highlighted as a deliberate and conscious act. We saw
reflective practice as a ‘stance, a willingness to question our teaching’ (Serafini, 2002,
p. 3). As the mentors, our role was to facilitate this process. For all involved, reflec-
tion became both a social and personal practice where it was shaped and enhanced
through documentation and dialogue. The ECCV mentors did not praise or advise
but rather raised issues and dilemmas, points of contrast, as a way of focusing partic-
ipants’ attention towards analysing their own actions in relation to their espoused
intentions. By combining self-assessment, external observation, written reports,
questions, interviews and written reflections we were able to help each participant
become more aware of both consistencies and inconsistencies between their theory
and practice. We worked towards empowering participants to search and discover
what they may have stopped seeing in their own practice. These discussions with
participants were based on trust, and there was an open sharing of reflections on
professional practice.
To enhance the reflective approach we relied on open-ended strategies. In each
case, we as the mentors, were also more experienced than the participants. Our
feedback based on observations of their practice, assisted participants to identify and
clarify the perspectives that underpinned their work with children and families, by
critically reflecting on their beliefs, values, and theories in a more knowledgeable and
Table 2. ‘Excellence in early childhood’ (EECH): a descriptive framework
Dimensions of quality Descriptive components
A. Environment Buildings and grounds
Teaching/learning spaces
Display of children’s work
Teaching/learning resources
Routines and transitions
Environmental health and safety
Collection and storage of resources
B. Pedagogy Use of theoretical knowledge
Organization of children
Interactions with children
Curriculum planning
Curriculum implementation
Curriculum evaluation
Assessment and evaluation of children
C. Partnerships—with children, families, 
communities and staff
Children’s emotional and social well-being
Continuity of care
Interactions with colleagues
Information exchange with families
Assistance to children with additional needs
Staff professional development
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informed way. For instance, ‘critical incidents’ observed by ECCV mentors provided
the focus for joint explorations of teaching and learning styles. In this way, SAM
began to provide a framework in which guided reflection and professional growth
could take place.
Findings from the study show that participants’ ability to reflect critically on every-
day practices deepened over the course of their participation. By receiving ongoing
feedback, information and support from the mentors, participants were able to find
out more about who they were as practitioners. These processes also made these
participants more likely to question their practice and enhanced their capacity to clar-
ify their growth as early childhood professionals. For example, initially, when asked
where they would like to see themselves in three to five years time, the majority of
participants felt quite confronted. However, this question did spur them on to
consider their professional growth from a longer term perspective than they
previously had done. While SAM is non-judgemental in that it does not favour one
pedagogical perspective over another (see Table 1), it promotes questioning of
practice from a more knowledgeable standpoint, and thereby enables planning for
professional development to occur in a more systematic way.
Success stories
At the completion of the pilot project, participants were asked to evaluate the experi-
ence. Feedback was provided anonymously, however, some participants chose to
disclose their identity to personally thank the ECCV mentors for the guidance and
support they had provided. Responses were also complied during visits to centres
when participants would freely begin discussing what their involvement in SAM had
meant for them. The overriding response from participants was positive, with all
indicating that they had benefited by their participation in this study. In fact, 85%
rated the impact on their own professional development between having ‘some
impact’ to ‘a very big impact’, as reflected in the following comments: 
After reflection and discussion it has allowed me to set myself some new goals for my future
career in childcare both in the workplace now and further down the track.
Has me thinking about current practice, how this related to different theories and where my
philosophy fits in.
It has made me interested in further education in the childhood field.
It has made me actually think about what I really want to do with my life and to challenge
myself with what I believe.
Application of prepositional/content analysis also yielded a range of common
themes. In the majority of cases, participants highlighted the importance of thinking
and the use of guided reflection being key features of this study. Participants valued
the opportunity to ‘think’ and ‘talk’ about their work, and these findings highlight
the benefits of guided reflection. The following comments illustrate participants’
sentiments in this regard: 
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It opened my eyes to what my practices are and what direction I am heading.
My teaching style has been identified and I can explain to parents why and how I do things.
Feedback was great as I don’t receive feedback from other professionals.
It made me step back and reflect upon where I am headed.
It was good to sit back and think about my work and areas that are important to me.
To clarify my goals.
Time to talk to Uni staff about my practices and personal philosophy.
When participants were encouraged to comment on possible ways to improve the
process, two issues were identified. These being: 
● more opportunities for discussion—participants recognized the commitment of
time required for reflection and wanted to identify other strategies for professional
dialogue and reflection; and
● more direction for the future—having enjoyed the mentoring provided by the
ECCV, participants wanted to find ways to continue these professional partner-
ships beyond the life of the research study.
The ECCV mentors also related similar feelings in that there was a need to develop
further links with participants to continue the momentum and realize the full poten-
tial of what had been achieved from the research study. This will be addressed during
the next phase of developing SAM. This includes the consideration of using profes-
sional portfolios to enhance participants’ capacity to document their developing
control over their own professional development.
Conclusion
Risko et al. (2002) suggest that engaging teachers in reflective thought provides them
with the opportunity to generate connections between theory and practice, and
come to deeper understandings of their beliefs and previous experiences while
adopting fresh perspectives. The importance of dialogue with others cannot be
underestimated in this process but due to the isolated nature of working with young
children, early childhood professionals can find it very difficult to engage with other
practitioners. The development of the self-assessment manual (SAM) and accompa-
nying set of procedures have identified a real need within the early childhood
profession for more targeted career development and professional support. At the
end of the study, we encouraged each participant to stipulate a plan of action to take
them forward and also to identify a possible mentor that could support them in
achieving professional objectives they had identified in their plan. They were also
advised to use the reports provided by the ECCV mentors as the basis for a continu-
ing portfolio that would document their journey towards realizing their goals. We
hope that all of our participants continue to reflect on their practice and in doing so
keep growing as early childhood professionals.
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